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Interpreting Florida, its Nineteenth-Century
Literary Heritage
by Maurice O'Sullivan
n January 1827, Ralph Waldo Emerson, a 23-year-old licensed
but not yet ordained minister plagued by religious doubt and
failing health, came to St. Augustine. As he wrote in a letter to
his brother William, he found himself constantly bored during his
two and a half months residence: "What is done here? Nothing ....
I stroll on the sea-beach and drive a green orange over the sand
with a stick. Sometimes I sail in a boat, sometimes I sit in a chair." 1
Seeking amusement, he turned often to his journal, which
offers an oddly ambivalent view of the chief city of what was then
the United States' newest territory. Many of his entries about St.
Augustine reflect a New Englander's frustration with the citizens'
lack of a work ethic: "oldest town of Europeans in North America;
1564; full of ruins,-chimneyless houses, lazy people; housekeeping intolerably dear, and bad milk from swamp grass, because all
the hay comes from the north. 40(?) miles from here is nevertheless the richest crop of grass growing untouched. Why? Because
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1
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Journals, Vol. 11, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson and
Waldo Emerson Forbes (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1909), 162. The fact that
Emerson never published his journals during his lifetime has sparked a vigorous debate among critics and bibgraphers, many of whom suggest that the
Journals represent much of his most interesting and most uncensored work.
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there is no scythe in St. Augustine, and if there were, no man who
knows how to use one. "2
For Emerson, that cultural defect reflected a deeper moral failure that manifested itself in casual acts of hypocrisy, which he seems
to have connected with the community's Southern and heterogeneous history. On February 27, 1827, for example, he described the
odd juxtaposition of two meetings:
A fortnight since I attended a meeting of the Bible Society.
The Treasurer of this Institution is Marshal of the district,
and by a somewhat unfortunate arrangement had appointed a special meeting of the Society, and a slave-auction, at
the same time and place, one being in the Government
house, and the other in the adjoining yard. One ear therefore heard the glad tidings of great joy, whilst the other
was regaled with "Going, gentlemen, going!' And almost
without changing our position we might aid in sending the
Scriptures into Africa, or bid for "four children without
the mother" who had been kidnapped therefrom. 3
While that sense of ironic detachment and scorn for most of St.
Augustine's inhabitants shapes many of his isolated comments
about the region, the poetry in his journal offers a far different, far
more promising vision:
Yet much is here
That can beguile the months of banishment
To the pale travelers whom Disease hath sent
Hither for genial air from Northern homes.
Oh, many a tragic story may be read,Dim vestiges of a romantic past,
Within the small peninsula of sand.
Here is the old land of America
And in this sea-girt nook, the infant steps,
First foot-prints of that Genius giant-grown
That daunts the nations with his power today. 4
All of the qualities that would surge through Florida's nineteenth-century literature show here, from a sense of a past both
romantic and tragic and the contradictions of rac~ to a belief in
2
3
4

Ibid., 154.
Ibid., 177-178.
Ibid., 150.
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America's exceptionalism and the renewing power of nature. Florida's literature during this pivotal century began with some of the
same uncertainty as we find in Emerson's prose, as writers tried
to define how this curiously shaped territory on the southeastern
edge of the continent fit into the new republic.
As the century unfolded, Florida's literature, especially fiction,
would evolve from highly predictable adventure stories to a wide
range of genres. An anthology of works would include the first
science fiction novel set in the United States, the first Florida detective story, romances, comedies of manners, pirate tales, and revisionist histories of both early European contact and the Seminole
wars. Also of note are two revolutionary works which question the
very nature of gender.
In the first half of the nineteenth century, Florida served much
the same purpose as the West did at a later time; it was a place to
construct and explore American myth, especially those focusing on
exploration, contact, settlement, and transformation. The southeastern frontier of North America offered a young nation a darkly
mysterious, exotic history rivaling Europe's, with almost 300 years
of adventure, intrigue, history and romance. A wide range of novelists, from the French Romantic Franc;ois Rene, vicomte de Chateaubriand, and the Anglo-Irish bestselling Thomas Mayne Reid,
to the Southern apologist Caroline Lee Hentz and such major figures in American literature as Washington Irving, William Gilmore
Simms, andJames Fenimore Cooper, found a rich source of material in La Florida's eclectic human stew and bloody adventurous past.
Florida's first novelist not only set a pattern for subsequent writers but also helped define the characters, tone, and themes that
would shape much of the literature of the American West. Atala,
ou les amours de deux sauvages dans le desert, using its author's own
experiences on the American frontier, created an international literary sensation which inspired generations of Romantic novelists,
established the precise character of the American Indian's noble
savagery, created the elegiac tone that would permeate much of
our frontier literature, and explored the psychological, social, and
emotional consequences of Euro-American hegemony in the New
World's Garden of Eden.
The novel appeared, appropriately, in the first year of the new
century but, curiously, in Paris, the product of a French aristocrat,
a Knight of Malta. Franc;ois-Rene, vicomte de Chateaubriand, was
a twenty-third generation descendent of Brien, a Breton baron
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who fought with William the Conqueror in the Battle of Hastings
in 1066. He was, however, also a younger son, actually the tenth
of ten children, who only received his title later in life from the
Bourbons. 5
Despite the tradition of nobility that the family name had
passed on to him, a tradition which allowed him to hunt with King
Louis XVI, he sympathized with reformers and was in Paris for the
fall of the Bastille. When the promise of the French Revolution
collapsed into the Reign of Terror, he decided to visit the United
States, discover how its new republic worked, see the Native Americans so lavishly praised by his contemporaries, and gain fame by
mapping the Northwest Passage. Chateaubriand rarely thought
small or doubted his own abilities.
In the new United States he dined with President George Washington in Philadelphia and traveled over 3,500 miles at the edge
of the wilderness, although he apparently never reached Florida.
Upon returning home, he fought for the ultra-royalist Army of the
Princes. Wounded, he was sent to England where he taught classes and translated English and American texts. When he returned
once more to France in 1800, he established himself as a professional writer, publishing on April 3, 1801 Atala, ou les amours de
deux sauvages dans le desert, a short novel which earned him immediate fame. Madame de Stael read it aloud to Joseph Bonaparte
and Lord Byron, still a student at Cambridge, wrote the author an
admiring letter. The story soon became the rage of Paris, with five
editions within the first year-and quick translations into English,
Spanish, German, and Italian-as well as waxworks, statues of its
heroine Atala, clocks with her image, theater productions, and, the
ultimate compliment, parodies flooding the city. 6
Chateaubriand saw the New World not only as an adventurer
but as a reader, filtering his experiences through the prisms of
both the classical writers who had excited and inspired him during his isolated youth and contemporary explorers and naturalists like William Bartram, Captainjames Cook, and Louis Antoine
5

6

See, for example, discussions in Frederick Jackson Turner's The Frontier in
American History (1921), Theodore Roosevelt's The Winning of the West (18891896), and a century of reactions to Turner's "Frontier Thesis" (e.g ., http:/ I
en.citizendium.or/ wiki/ FrontierThesis/ Bibliography and http:/ /www.d.umn.
edu/ cla/ faculty/ tbacig/ urop/ bibtrner.html), [accessed December 23, 2015].
There are surprisingly few modern biographies of Chateaubriand in English.
Ghislain de Diesbach 's Chateaubriand (Paris: Perrin, 1995) offers a good overview of his life.
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de Bougainville. Atala's prologue begins with an elegiac tone. Its
opening sentence-"Once upon a time France possessed in North
America a vast empire." ["La France possedait autrefois dans
l'Amerique septentrionale un vaste empire"]7-sets the melancholic, romantic tale ofloss and longing. For Chateaubriand, the essential narrative is human loss in the midst of perfect nature as man
travels from sorrow to sorrow-"L'homme va toujours de douleur
en douleur"-a Christian version of Romanticism defined by the
Fall ofMan. 8 The entire work functions as a series of framed narratives with the unnamed narrator, the young Natchez warrior Chactas, the Christian Seminole maiden Atala, and the saintly French
missionary Fr. Aubry, all sharing their stories. 9 The author portrays
the natives as serene andjoyful, passionate and noble. Women constantly ask Chactas about his feelings, the "l'etat de mon coeur,"
a perfect question for a warrior whose eyes often fill with tears.
Of course, in Chateaubriand's celebration of Romantic isolation,
la douleur, melancolie, and une triste soilitude dominate the tone of
the story. Saddest of all is Atala, the young heroine, torn between
the vow her mother made to the Virgin Mary consecrating her to
virginity and her very physical passion for the young Chactas. It is
no accident in this story of loss and suffering that "Helas!" is the
most common interjection. One of Chateaubriand's major achievements was to redefine the novel from an emphasis on incident or
narrative to mood and tone.
The novel anticipates and helps to create the wandering tale
teller of the Romantics, from Melville's Ishmael to Twain's Huck.
At the same time, Chateaubriand's style, especially influenced by
the rhetorical sublimity of Bartram, whose Travels he had translated
during his exile in England, emphasizes the fundamental connection between man and nature. The natural world can provide lessons, as when Fr. Aubry points out to his young pupil, "The heart, 0
Chactas! ·It is like those trees which only offer their help for human
wounds after they themselves have been cut open by a weapon."
["Le coeur, 6 Chactas! Est comme ces sortes des arbres qui ne donnent leur baume pour les blessures des hommes que lorsque le fer
les a blesses eux-memes. "] 10
7

8
9
10

Franc;ois Rene de Chateaubriand, Atala, ou, Les amours de deux sauvages, dans le
desert (Paris: Migneret, 1801), 1. All quotes are from the 1809 London edition
published by Chez Colburn. The translations are my own.
Ibid., 150.
Ibid., 155, 153.
Ibid., 120.
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The remarkably well educated pagan Chactas blends Romantic sorrow with Christian values as he tells the tale to his adopted
son, the young Frenchman Rene, who had come to the Natchez
and insisted on becoming a member of their tribe. Chactas is no
simple native: he has been imprisoned in Marseille, presented to
Louis XN, attended plays by Racine and parties at Versailles. Other
characters even compare him to Oedipus and Ossian.
At 17, as a young Natchez brave, he had joined his father for
a battle with the Muskogee of Florida. Failing to defeat the local
natives, he found himself in St. Augustine, adopted by a gentle
Spaniard. But he cannot bear separation from nature and returns
to the wilderness only to be captured immediately by a band of
Muskogees and Seminoles.
His encounter with the Chief Simaghan would permanently
set the model for the romantic heroism and proud fatalism of the
noble savage. After Chactas is captured, he announces his heritage
and accepts his fate with language that would echo throughout
nineteenth and twentieth-century popular culture and its depiction of the stoic heroism of Native Americans: "'My name is Chactas, son of Outalissi, son ofMiscou, who took over a hundred scalps
from Muskogee warriors.' Simaghan said to me, 'Chactas, son of
Outalissi, son of Miscou, rejoice; you will be burned in the great
village.' 'That is good,' I said and I began my death chant." ["'Je
m'appelle Chactas, fils d'Outalissi, fils de Miscou, qui ont enleve
plus de cent chevelures aux heros muscogulges.' Simaghan me dit,
'Chactas, fils de Outalissi, fils de Miscou, rejouis-toi:tu seras bn1le
au grand village.' Je repartis: 'Voila qui va bien;' etj'entonnai ma
chanson de mort."] 11
Atala both reinforced the myth of Florida as a paradise and set
themes that Florida's fiction would continue to explore. Within the
lush paradise that Chateaubriand describes in such lavish detail,
he has his characters play out his ultimately ambivalent theme of
the European contact and settlement of the New World, a process
which inevitably leads to the fall of its aboriginal natives, noble savages steadily realizing that their paradise is now lost.
It took three decades before Florida's next novels appeared.
While there is no evidence that Chateaubriand ever reached Florida, the Reverend Michael Smith's The Lost Virgin of the South (1831)
is a fully Floridian novel, a book by a Florida resident largely set in
Florida and published in Tallahassee. The Lost Virgin is a sprawling
11

Ibid., 16.
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mixture of history and philosophy, romance and military strategy.
Its remarkably confusing narrative rambles from Florida to Alabama and, ultimately, Spain.
The book appeared in both its editions-Smith republished it
in 1833 in Courtland, Alabama-as the work of Don Petro and Don
Pedro Casender, probably using the Casender seud6nimo, the name
of one of the story's characters, both to signal his sympathy for
the region's Spanish heritage and to reinforce his subtitles, "A Tale
of Truth" in the first edition and "An Historical Novel, Founded
on Facts" in the second. Smith's truths, history, and facts are, of
course, open to serious debate. 12
A deep admirer of Jacksonian policies and populism, Smith
dedicated The Lost Virgin to the seventh president, "who would at
an advanced age, full of infirmities and at the height of his popularity, have submitted to the call of a majority of the American people,
to sit in the Presidential chair for eight years when he well knew it
to be full of thorns .... " 13
The novel begins as a ship carrying the family of Colonel Ward
approaches the Florida coast. In what would become the novel's
pattern, the opening paragraph offers a promise of safety and security, only to undercut it:
The noble ship, still more nobly freighted, had braved
many a night storm, that poured with fury on old Ocean's
breast, now brought its precious charge in sight of the land
of perpetual green. All eyes beheld the pleasing prospect,
all hearts were suffused with new and increasing pleasure:
but oh! how short lived are earthly joys-a tremendous
burst of thunder now seemed to shake the world, a black
and sulphurous cloud of mighty size_, was flying from the
west; on the wings of this whirlwind, and to close the late
cheering scene, the sun seemed to be fast sinking in the
gloomy shroud. 14

As the boat sinks, a brave young Spaniard, Perendio Cevillo, saves
Col. Ward and his children: Calista, Cirephia, and Casender. Once
12

13
14

Rev. Michael Smith, The Lost Virgin of the South: A Tale of Truth Connected with the
History ofthelndian Warofthe .South, in the Years 1812-13-14and15, and Gen.Jackson, Now President of the United States (Tallahassee: by the author, 1831). That
second edition makes it not only the first novel published in Florida, but the
first published in Alabama as well.
Ibid., "Preface," n.p.
Ibid., 5.
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ashore, the family is captured by Seminoles, who decide to adopt
the adorable ten year old Calista, who will become the lost virgin.
At the very moment she is taken, the family's savior, Cevillo, secretly
slips a golden locket around her neck.
Living among the Seminoles, Calista, even more precocious
than Chateaubriand's Chactas, finds a Bible, teaches herself to
read it, and converts herself to Christianity. Meanwhile, her brother Casender joins Andrew Jackson in the Indian Wars. Years later
at the battle of Tallushetche, Caesender, fighting for the American
army, unknowingly wounds his sister, who is trying to rescue her
Seminole family. Luckily, Perendio, watching the battle, saves her
and recognizes the little girl he had rescued years ago by the locket_
which he had placed around her neck but which she apparently
has still not noticed. Despite her extraordinary intelligence, she
only realizes their connection when he opens the locket to show
her his portrait.
Smith tells his version of the First Seminole War with constant
shifts in scenes and interrupts the narrative with digressions into
military strategy, theological discourse, political analysis, and an
extended history of the pirate Es Joebe. In one twenty-eight page
debate about Christian hypocrisy between a Presbyterian minister
and a Creek ally of the Americans, for example-a debate dropped
into the middle of preparation for a battle-the Creek points out
that "you Christian people act from the authority of the examples
of the Bible, in cases that suit your own interests and inclination;
but if the examples or commands of this same Bible are in opposition to them, you refer the application to the Jews, to whom alone
you say the Old Testament was given."15
As that passage indicates, Smith shows a deep admiration for
the Native Americans despite his clear belief in Jackson's mission
and the inevitability of American hegemony. Perhaps the greatest strength of Smith's work is his willingness to allow the Indians
to provide their own perspective. A Creek chief named Wetherford (William Weatherford) points out, "Our cause is just, the
Great Spirit knows it is just. We did not go into the country of the
whites; they came to our country." 16 While the Indians' cause may
be just, Smith shows, it is also doomed. Despite a clear sense that
15
16

Ibid., 59.
Ibid., 35. In 1855 Alexander Beaufort Meek made Weatherford the central
figure in his epic poem The Red Eagle, A Poem of the South (New York: Doubleday,
1855).
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Jackson's victories were not only inevitable-an underlying theme
which limits the tension of the battle scenes-but morally right,
Smith does show a good deal of ambivalence when he occasionally
contrasts, even if implicitly, Euro-American and Native American
values:

As Indians do not own their land, any of them can take up
their habitation in any place they find vacant, and they or
their offspring can keep it during their life. They believe
the Great Spirit made the ground and water for the use of
all his children, and that it is wrong for people to sell any
part and keep more than they can use.17
The displacement of Native Americans from their territory
remained at the core of Florida's early fiction, although it was not
until the end of the decade that the next novel, Osceola: or, Fact and
Fiction~· a Tale of the Seminole War (1838) appeared under the pseudonym of Seymour R. Duke. The actual author, James Burchett Ransom, who would go on to fame in Texas as the private secretary to
that new republic's president, Mirabeau B. Lamar, draws heavily on
a wide range of literary sources, from Chateaubriand and Oliver
Goldsmith's Deserted Village, to Sir Walter Scott, Alexander Pope,
Wordsworth and Byron.
Ransom establishes his melancholic tone in the early pages as
a young woodsman finds an almost deserted Uchee (Yuchi) village.
Nearby he meets an old Scotsman named Pm"'."ell who introduces
him to his young son Osceola. 18 The story focuses far more on
Osceola's corning of age and wooing of a girl from another tribe
than on the Second Seminole War. That post-adolescent pursuit
reflects the author's sentimentalized romanticism, complete with a
"throbbing bosom,'' a "tear of affection,'' and both a "tender sigh"
and a "tremulous sigh" on the same page. 19 The lovers' idyll ends
abruptly in a passage that clearly shows Ransom's moral assessment
of the Florida War:
But, alas their bright days of happiness and sweet delusive
dreams of perpetual bliss were not always to be enjoyed.
Year after year the avaricious whites continued to advance
farther and deeper into the peaceful country of the
17
18
19

Ibid., 117.
James Burchett Ransom, Osceola: or, Fact and Fiction; a Tal,e of the Seminol,e War, by
Seymour R. Duke (pseudo) (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1838) , 18.
Ibid., 123.
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Seminoles until they occupied the fairest portion of their
soil, and with the vile axe and cruel ploughshare cut down
and tore up the verdant and unbroken face of creation ...
until, finally, by extortion and oppression, they roused
the slumbering spirit of revenge, and drove the savages to
madness and desperation. 20
Stories and legends surrounding Osceola and the other Seminole leaders continued to appeal to novelists throughout the century, including two works by military men about Billy Bowlegs, Lt.
Col Hazelton's The Seminole Chief; or, the Captives of Kissimmee (1865)
and L.A. Jones ' Billy Bowlegs: The Half-Breed Seminole Chief (1900).
Hazelton's tone and frequent asides affect even-handedness but his
adjectives and adverbs reveal his fairly simple reading of history:
"Injustice to the chief [Bowlegs], we are compelled to say, that he
did not encourage, or even countenance the outrages committed
by his men on the defenseless settlers. He was, nevertheless, burning with hatred towards the pale-face invaders of his soil, and the
word 'extermination' grated harshly upon his ear. " 21
As with most of the century's adventure novels, noble characters like Bowlegs, especially those who share Eurocentric values,
often because they are half white, have difficulty protecting their
tribes from more primitive challengers like Hazelton's renegade
Black Jim, "for the savage is apt to mistake deeds of barbarism for
those of heroism." 22
The nineteenth century's two finest novels about Osceola,
however, came from two well-regarded British writers of popular
novels, best known for their boys' adventure stories. One of the
last novels by William Henry Giles Kingston (1814-1880), a writer
praised by Robert Louis Stevenson in the preface to Treasure Island,
is the awkwardly titled In the Wilds of Florida: A Tale of Warfare and
Hunting (1880), the story of Maurice Kearney, a young Irishman.
What gives Kingston's novel distinction is the complexity of
his characters and the way he often compares the struggle of both
Seminoles and African-Americans to the Irish struggle for independence. One of Maurice's companions, Maulins Rochford, another, even more idealistic young Irishman, comes to America with
what Maurice's unsympathetic cousin calls "wild notions of getting
20
21
22

Ibid., 126-127.
Lt. Col. Harry Hazelton, The Seminole Chief (Billy Bowlegs): or; the Captives of the
Kissimmee (NewYork: Beadle &Adams, 1865), 9-10 .
Ibid., 50.
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freedom for the blacks and g1vmg the Redskins their rights. "23
During their adventures, Rochford is captured by Seminoles but
released by a chief who turns out to be Osceola. The legendary
Seminole explains why he trusts this white man: "I know that I can
rely on the honour of an Irishman. " 24
Osceola appears only occasionally in Kingston's novel, but he is
at the center of Captain Thomas Mayne Reid's Osceola the Seminole,
or the Red Fawn of the Flowerland (1853). Mayne Reid (1818-1883)
achieved a popularity in Britain that rivaled his contemporary
Charles Dickens and fired the imaginations of generations of European novelists from Arthur Conan Doyle and Robert Louis Stevenson to Vladimir Nabokov25 and Czeslaw Miloscz.
Born in Ballyroney in County Down, Mayne Reid studied to
become a Presbyterian minister before sailing to America and
working in the South. He left his job after refusing to whip slaves,
using his experiences in his bestselling anti-slavery novel The Quadroon, and moved North to become a writer. After a brief military
career as a lieutenant in the Spanish-American War, he began writing novels and promoted himself to captain, a title he used for
the rest of his career. His friend Edgar Allan Poe once described
him as "a colossal but most picturesque liar. He fibs on a surprising
scale but with the finish of an artist, and that is why I listen to him
attentively. "26
Reid grounds his stories in the exploits of idealistic young
adventurers, like George Randolph. In Osceola the young transplanted Virginian, a descendant of Pocahontas, forms a friendship
with the young Seminole, accompanying him on his adventures
and eventually falling in love with his sister. With the ethnic ambivalence frequent in Reid's novels, George announces that all distinguished "white men in America, who have Indian blood in them,
are proud of that taint." 27 In Reid's na1ve but charming world, all
of his idealized young men speak like British aristocrats, including
Osceola himself. When Randolph gives him a rifle, the Seminole
responds, 'This is a splendid gift . . . a splendid gift; and I must
23
24
25
26
27

William Henry Giles Kingston, In the Wilds a/Florida. A Tale a/Warfare and Hunting (London: T. Nelson & Sons, 1880), 302.
Ibid., 97.
When he was 11, Nabokov was so impressed with Mayne Reid's The Headless
Horseman that he translated it into French alexandrines.
Howard Paul, "Recollections of Edgar Allan Poe,' Munsey's Magazine Vol 7
(1892): 556.
Ibid., 12.
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return home before I can offer you aught in return. We Indians
have not much that the white man values-only our lands.'' 28 What
might be ironic in less skillful hands becomes compelling in Mayne
Reid's chivalric universe, reinforced by the earnest sincerity of its
first-person narrator.
Not everyone admired Native Americans, however. In 1839,
the year after Ransom's Osceola, a popular Philadelphia novelist,
playwright and physician, Robert Montgomery Bird (1806-1854),
took a decidedly unromantic view in The Adventures of Robin Day,
a novel which introduced a Florida picaresque tradition a century
before Jack Kerouac's On the Road. Robin Day shows a sophisticated,
experienced writer with a clear knowledge of the genre's traditions
and potential, and skewering everything from America's sense of
its manifest destiny to military heroism.
Like the Lost Virgin and her family, Robin Day begins his
adventures as a child washing on shore in New Jersey during a shipwreck. In the tradition of the classic picaro, Robin Day stumbles
from misadventure to misadventure, surviving largely on his wit,
guile, and cunning. Picaresque novelists, from the earliest authors
like Mateo Aleman and Alain LeSage to Thomas Nashe and Voltaire, set their work in a random universe, one which lacks the
providential order and essential benevolence of most seventeenth
and eighteenth-century prose fiction. Their protagonists' disdain
for convention reflects their disconnection from traditional moral
codes, just as their apparent dishonesty often reflects their choice
of alternative moral values.
The novel's eponymous narrator, Robin, falls under the influence of a boyhood schoolmate and role model, Dicky Dare. The
son of a Revolutionary War hero, Dicky Dare constantly, although
unsuccessfully, attempts to emulate his father both in his commitment to republican principles and his fascination with violence.
Robin's description of Dicky's first dreams of glory reflects both his
admiration and the ironic tone of the novel: "The military spirit,
which, it was said, he had inherited from his father, and which had
hitherto been indicated only by a love of fisticuffs, was beginning
to blaze out in its nobler attributes; ambition, the love of rule, and
a desire and resolution to fight his future battles, not with his own
hands merely, but with the fists of his inferiors. "29
28
29

Ibid., 35.
Robert Montgomery Bird, The Adventures of Robin Day. Vol. 1 (Philadelphia:
Lea & Blanchard, 1839), 47-48.
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Robin Day assists in a school rebellion, then flees to Philadelphia, where he pursues a series of military and maritime adventures. Nothing sums up Robin's erratic and capricious journey as
much as his decision to go south and join a militia against the British in the War of 1812, only to find that he has actually joined a
group of British loyalists. Bird clearly enjoys the absurdist nature of
Robin's essentially random journey through life.
And those adventures move forward as breathlessly as a movie
serial racing from crisis to crisis. In only three chapters of the
second volume (15-17), for example, Robin faces a typical set
of frenetic perils. Seized by a group of Creeks and made to run
the gauntlet, he attacks his captors by throwing sand in their eyes
but finds himself finally condemned to burn at the stake, only to
be saved by a hurricane. Escaping, he rejoins his old military unit,
the Bloody Volunteers, in one of their insane campaigns, but he
is captured by the Spanish and taken to Pensacola. At the end
of the novel, the narrator discovers his true identity, finds a sister
and uncle, marries the daughter of his patron, Dr. Howard, and
appears to live comfortably, if not necessarily happily ever after as
the heir of a distinguished family.
In addition to Native Americans, early novelists were fascinated
by pirates, and the rich racial diversity of early Florida, often mixing them together in their works. South Carolina's prolific William
Gilmore Simms, whom Edgar Allan Poe considered America's finest novelist, focuses on conflicts and conciliation be~een cultures
centuries earlier in Vasconselos: Romance of the New World (1853) .30
At the end of the novel, set in sixteenth-century Cuba and Florida,
Simms offers a romantic vision of hope and harmony when his
Portuguese hero, Philip Vasconselos, marries the Indian Queen,
Co calla .
Simms' other Florida book is only partly fiction and has a far
less happy ending. A historian as well as a novelist, Simms combines both his interests in retelling the tragic story of the French
Huguenots' attempts to establish a colony in the New World in
The Lily and the Totem, or, The Huguenots in Florida (1850). Although
not actually a fiction- he calls it a "series of sketches" on the title
page- Simms embellishes liberally, especially when he believes it

30
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necessary "to supply the deficiencies of the record. "31 That process
includes adding dialogue, interpreting emotions, and embellishing legends.
The merger of what Simms calls "the picturesque and the
historical . . . the certain" and "the conjectural," 32 also appears in
an 1855 collection of tales and essays by the writer, historian, and
diplomat Washington Irving, best known for his stories "Rip Van
Winkle" and "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow." Wolfert's Roost contains a number of pieces inspired by his friendship with William
Pope Duval, the territorial governor of Florida from 1822 to 1834.
In Irving's account of the governor's "eccentric career," 33 Duval at
times appears under his own name and occasionally as the fictional
Ralph Ringwood, a pragmatic, self-made hero who imposes his will
on an embryonic frontier in the service of his country.
The Florida stories revolve about the Seminoles, since a key part
of Duval's responsibility was their "instruction and civilization." 34
While he shows some sympathy for them, his primary goal was preserving the rights of the new settlers by convincing the natives to
accept American values. Even when he claims to re-tell one of the
Seminole legends-"Origin of the White, the Red, and the Black
Men"-he has the chief recounting it to justify an unbending hierarchy with clear white dominance. Reacting to the governor's mandate that their children need to go to school, the chief explains
why they should not. In his version of a creation myth, God first
forms the black man ("it was his first attempt, and pretty well for a
beginning; but he soon saw he had bungled"), then the red man
("He liked him much better than the black man, but still he was
not exactly what he wanted"). 35 And finally the white man, who satisfied him.
In describing a potential uprising in "The Conspiracy of
Neamathla," Duval re-enforces that idea of an inherent white
ascendancy as he explains how he imposed his will on four to five
hundred Seminoles. Riding into their village accompanied only by
a terrified interpreter, he stares down the warriors.
31

32
33
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York: G.P. Putnam, 1855), 216.
Ibid., 260.
Ibid., 261.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol94/iss3/5

14

O'Sullivan: Interpreting Florida, its Ninetenth-Century Literary Heritage

334

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTE RLY

The young men made way for him; an old man who
was speaking, paused in the midst of his harangue. In an
instant thirty or forty rifles were cocked and levelled. Never
had Duval heard so loud a click of triggers; it seemed to
strike to his heart. He gave one glance at the Indians, and
turned off with an air of contempt. He did not dare, he
says, to look again, lest it might affect his nerves, and on
the firmness of his nerves everything depended.
The chief threw up his arm. The rifles were lowered.
Duval ... walked deliberately up to Neamathla, and demanded, in an authoritative tone, what were his motives for holding that council. The moment he made this demand, the
orator sat down. The chief made no reply, but hung his
head in apparent confusion. 36
By acknowledging both his awareness of the dange r and his need
to control his emotions, Duval offers himself as a classic heroic
example of American grace under pressure.
Pirates proved as attractive as Seminoles, especially to the popular novelists of the time.Joseph Holt Ingraham, a well-established
writer of historical romances, published Rafael, or: The Twice Condemned in 1845. Set largely in the Florida Straits, the vengeful buccaneer Rafael escapes death in Key West only to be captured by Cuba's
even more vindictive governor. The book's protagonist resembles
not only the rebels and pirates who had filled the author's earlier
works, but the implacable Biblical heroes who would dominate his
work after he became an Episcopal priest in 1852. 37
In 1847, the ebullient, prolific Edward Zane Carroll Judson,
writing under his pen name Ned Buntline, published The Red
Revenger; or, The Pirate King of Florida. Buntline, who had served in
the U.S. Navy's Mosquito Fleet during the Second Seminole War,
combined writing with politics throughout much of his life. He
was not only one of the first dime novelists, publishing at least 266
during his frequently scandalous life time, he also helped found
the Know Nothing Party and, as a journalist and political agitator,
inspired the nativist gangs of New York to start the Astor Riots. 38
36
37
38
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After serving as a sergeant in the Civil War until he was dishonorably discharged for drunkenness, Buntline moved to the
West and introduced his readers to a young scout named William
F. Cody whom he renamed Buffalo Bill. Like most of his works, The
Red Revenger reads like a boys' adventure story, filled with fabulous
palaces built into cliffs, a harem of alluring women, and exotic figures with names like Rinard, Gaspar, and Chico the Dwarf.
Rinard, the Red Avenger, sails in full armor and speaks of
himself in the third person, like a professional boxer, in Buntline's flamboyantly lurid and bombastic prose. When a ship tries
to escape, he roars, "Ho-Ho! The fools, to spread their canvas in
hopes to escape from Rinard, the Red Revenger! They had better
spare their pains. Nor fiends from hell nor saints from heaven can
save them now!" 39 While often chatting directly to his audience,
Buntline allows action to overcome improbability in a story filled
with coincidence, violence, and cliche.
The following year, Buntline published his second novel about
the state, one with a similar vengeful theme but loosely- very
loosely-based on history: Matanzas; or, A Brother's Revenge: A Tal,e of
Florida. 40 He sets the story, for example, in 1548 on Isla Anastasia,
assuming that the Spanish have already settled St. Augustine and
built a second fort on Anastasia. In Buntline's adventure, a corrupt priest uses threats of the Inquisition to control the Spanish
governor and garrison at the fort on Anastasia. When a group of
French Huguenots wreck off the coast and are rescued by the governor's daughter Elisa, the villainous Padre Sabano recognizes an
uncle, Baron Ludovico de Gourges, and cousin, Edouart, who had
refused to help him years before. Imprisoning the governor, baron
and his son, Fr. Sabano plots the seduction of Elisa and crucifies the
French crew as heretics. The baron's second son, Dominic, comes
to the rescue, crucifies some of the Spanish troops in retaliation,
and has the demoniac priest branded with a cross on his brow and
a coiled serpent on his cheek. As the Buffalo Bill stories and his
frequent journalistic malpractice attest, Buntline had little interest
in either facts or history. The past and present exist for him only as
a framework in which to create epic heroes and monstrous villains
engaged in the eternal war of good and evil.
39
40

Edward Zane Carroll Judson, The Red Revenge1; or, The Pirate King of the Floridas
(Boston: F. Gleason, 1848), 10.
Edward Zane Carroll Judson, Matanzas, or a Brother's Revenge (Boston: George
R. Williams, 1848) .

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol94/iss3/5

16

O'Sullivan: Interpreting Florida, its Ninetenth-Century Literary Heritage

336

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Pirates also inspired authors of shorter fictions, like John Howison 's story "The Florida Pirate" (1823) 4 1 and William Henry Herbert's novella Ringwood the Rover (1843) .42 In almost all these stories
the title character has suffered some traumatic event that drove
him to piracy. Contemporary piracy was also the subject of the
only serialized novel by America's most celebrated author, James
Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851). The Islets of the Gulf; or Rose Budd
began appearing in Grahams Magazine in 1846 while Florida was
celebrating its first year as a state and the United States had just
begun its war with Mexico. Two years later, with the war lingering
on, Cooper's melodramatic sea yarn appeared in book form with a
new title, Jack Tier; or, The Florida Reef. In changing the work's title,
Cooper locates his work more precisely by identifying the islets of
the Gulf as the Florida Reef. But he also shifts attention from one
of the central characters in the book's fairly traditional love story
to an apparently marginal comic figure. It was on this southernmost edge of the southernmost state that America's premier novelist could work into a fairly conventional romance questions of race
and gender, reconciliation and redemption while constructing his
version of the American myth.
Jack Tiers primary story is itself fairly simple and conventional.
For his last voyage, Captain Stephen Spike mans his aging ship
primarily with hands who have sailed with him for years. Relying
on their unquestioning loyalty, he intends to smuggle gunpowder,
disguised as barrels of flour, to the Mexican grar:idee Don Juan
Montefalderon, who will use it against la intervenr;ion norteamericana. Without his crew's knowledge, Spike also hopes to retire in
Mexico, where he will force his youngest passenger, Rose Budd, to
marry him.
The novel is replete with every incident and theme found
among stories of the sea: shipwrecks and salvaging, tornados and
hurricanes, abandoned sailors and lighthouse ghosts, piracy and
sea battles, Spanish doubloons and turtle soup, circling sharks and
Key West wreckers. At the same time, it shows Cooper's uneasiness
with the idea of a multi-racial American nation.
Cooper portrays Mexico, for example, as a "nation [with] a
mixed race [that] has necessarily the various characteristics of such
41
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an origin; and it is, unfortunately, little influenced by the diffusion
of intelligence which certainly exists here." 43 Black crew members
fare poorly in Cooper's social universe. Two black crew members,
ship's steward Josh and cook Simon, are cases in point. Once
the crew abandons ship for an overloaded yawl, Josh and Simon
become the first expendable figures, thrown overboard to lighten
the load. Like the Native Americans in his Leatherstocking saga,
the black crewmates can temporarily coexist in a yet unrealized
United States, accepted for their skills and even tacitly admired for
some often undefined moral sensitivity. But Cooper's vision offers
them no real future; he never suggests a model of integration. Even
other non-Anglos, such as the idealistic Don Juan, a pure blooded
Iberian, share this essential separation; he can never be a viable
suitor for Rose Budd despite his deep admiration for her. In this
first of our major postcolonial novelists, it should not be odd that
lingering assumptions of colonial values like racial purity should
snuggle up against questions about those assumptions.
The noble, patriotic, idealistic Don Juan, however, is also the
perfect figure to voice Cooper's ideal. One evening, as he paces
the ship's deck and reflects on the war, he recalls his surprise at the
"warlike qualities of the Americans of the North, as he was accustomed to call those who term themselves, par excellence, Americans,
a name they are fated to retain, and to raise high on the scale of
national power and national pre-eminence, unless they fall by their
own hands. "44
While Cooper's vision of the future and reservations about a
multicultural nation are consistent with his other work, the most
striking aspect of the microcosmic world of Jack Tier is Cooper's
exploration of gender, especially the challenge to assumptions
about gender posed by the title character. Jack Tier is first introduced as a "dumpling looking" figure with "little waddling legs." 45
Then, in the penultimate chapter whenJack visits the dying Spike
in a Key West hospital, Jack, now dressed as a female, reveals that
she is actually a woman-and not only a woman, but Spike's abandoned wife, Molly. Jack had spent the last two decades pretending
to be a boy and then a man while searching for her errant husband.
She sits next to the dying Spike, trying to learn to sew but still with
43
44
45
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a hard, coarse complexion and mouth full of chewing tobacco.
Spike, her hyper-macho antiheroic husband is so confused by this
figure of a "half-unsexed wife" 46 at his bedside that he asks her,
"Are you man or woman?" She answers, "That is a question I hardly
know how to answer. Sometimes I think myself each; sometimes
neither." 47
Cooper had provided a clue to the disguise in his headnote
from As You Like It. "Ay, now I am in Arden; the more fool/ I:
when I was at home I was in a better place; but/ Travellers must
be content." In Shakespeare's play, the cross dressers easily revert
back to their true gender without any linger ing trace of their male
personae.
Jack, on the other hand, continues trying to explain her transformation and current state to her dying husband: "It is hard for
a woman to unsex herself, Stephen; to throw off her very natur',
as it might be, and to turn man." 48 That honesty about the effect
of living life as a male not only raises questions of the effect of
disguise on character, it also suggests that she has become, if not
transgendered, at least bi-gendered. Although both Spike and Jack
remember a time when Jack was "pretty," 49 adopting the life of a
sailor had altered her appearance so fully that even Cooper himself
cannot call her Mary or Molly. "As for Jack, we call Molly, or Mary
Swash by her masculine appellation, not only because it is more
familiar, but because the other name seems really out of place as
applied to such a person. "50
In the final chapter, back in New York City, where Jack attempts
to return "gradually into the feelings and habits of her sex," 5 1 Cooper juxtaposes that quest to recover her original sexual identity with
the constant use of her new name.Jack's- and Cooper's-decision
to graft her male name and some of the habits she adopted under
that persona onto her original gender creates a continuing dissonance throughout that last chapter. As difficult as Jack found it for
a woman· to unsex herself, it seems equally difficult in the universe
of Jack Tier for the man Jack pretended to be to unsex himself.
Cooper's own uncertainties about his character appear in
his last sentence, which juxtaposes the male name with female
46
47
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pronouns: "This child Jack is beginning to love intensely; and the
doubloons, well invested, placing her above the feeling of dependence, she is likely to end her life, once so errant and disturbed,
in tranquility and a homelike happiness." 52 With Jack Tier Cooper
explicitly, if tentatively, starts questioning the ambiguous boundaries between genders. By suggesting that gender may be as much
a social construction as an innate identity, he opened a discussion
that would not be developed in the United States for generations.
The middle of the 1800s mark the emergence of a new type
of Florida novel, one tied to the rise of fiction for young readers.
Unlike Bird's Robin Day with its safirically picaresque version of
youthful folly, Georgia's Francis Robert Goulding's Robert and Harold: or, The Young Marooners on the Florida Coast (1853) established
the earnest model for works which today would fit into the juvenile
or young adult categories of popular fiction. Second in popularity among Florida's nineteenth-century novels only to Chateaubriand 's Atala, The Young Maroonerswent through nineteen editions in
slightly over half a century. Strongly influenced by Robinson Crusoe
(1719), The Swiss Family Robinson (1812), and Shakespeare's The
Tempest (1611), Goulding's novel shows how four devout youths
can not only survive on a barrier island south of Tampa in 1839
but impose their will on the wilds of Florida by combining faith,
resilience, diligence, and ingenuity with practical knowledge based
on experience, observation, and reading.
Accidentally marooned in a remarkably well-equipped boatit carries everything from goats and books to medications and
an umbrella-three Georgia siblings and their cousin- "a fearless Harold, an intelligent Robert, a womanly Mary, and a merry
Frank" 53-spend months learning woodcraft and demonstrating
Christian virtues, while they search for a way back to their family
wintering in Tampa. One of the charms of the book is its practical
lessons; at various times we are shown how to test air in caves and
wells to avoid dangerous fumes and how to use cobwebs to stop
bleeding.
Goulding's work is a model of how well educated young Southern Christians can not only survive but domesticate the wilderness
by combining what they have learned from books with a combination of Southern gentility, Presbyterian values, and Victorian
52
53
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American enterprise. And they do so almost entirely on their own.
The only Floridian they encounter is Riley, a native described in
Goulding's hierarchical antebellum world as a half breed. Like the
African slaves in the book, his primary purpose is to serve the needs
of the white settlers, providing day labor and food as necessary.
Part of the children's maturation in Goulding's universe is
learning the basis for the South's racial hierarchy. After hearing
Riley discuss his affection for his wife, the young Mary, who has
been so properly raised that she refuses to talk with an Army officer
who visits the house until she is properly introduced, finds herself
surprised "to perceive that a savage could feel and act so much like
a civilized being." 54 But her respect only lasts until she learns that
he has drowned his newborn baby after discovering the child had
a cleft palate. In Goulding's version of providential justice, Riley,
of course, must suffer before the end of the book for his savagery.
The deeply devout Goulding (1810-1881), a Presbyterian minister who would later edit another enormously popular work, The
Soldier's Hymn Book ( 1863) for Confederate troops, clearly wishes
to reflect his belief that God's providence will always bless those
with "brave hearts and steady hands," 55 reinforced by solid Christian values. Harold undergoes an emotional conversion to Christianity during their adventure, and all four children quickly agree
to daily Bible reading. The novel's conclusion demonstrates his
young Marooners' triumph over circumstances when they rescue
their parents whose ship has been wrecked in a hurricane while
searching for the missing children.
Unlike Goulding's youngsters, who change only marginally,
becoming a little more reflective, physical, and confident, George
Morton, the seventeen-year old hero of Cyrus Parkhurst Condit's
A Trip to Florida for Health and Sport ( 1855), undergoes a significant transformation as he comes of age during his visit to the Sunshine State. Set largely along the St. Johns River in Welaka and
the Lake George area, the story's incidents and descriptions are so
circumstantial in detail that they appear clearly based on first-hand
experience or taken from a familiar local anecdote. Condit offers
a unique record of distinctively Floridian customs in the large and
small events of day-by-day antebellum life.
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The manuscript of this work was only discovered and published
in 2009. 56 Condit (1830-1861) begins his novel by introducing a
New York prep school student who becomes sick after his father
dies. His concerned mother allows an uncle to take the teenager to
Florida for his illness. The frail George spends part of the steamboat voyage south inside protective walls, either in his own room
or the First Engineer's cabin on deck. Only when this first stage of
his journey ends in Welaka can the author begin George's Florida
odyssey of regeneration and growth. 57
But George's physical health is only one indication of what he
lacks. When he 'goes on an extended visit to a local farm the Hunter
family introduces George to the life of ordinary people who work
regularly in their fields, negotiate for cattle, and attend makeshift
religious and social events. As he joins them, he comes to understand the value of cooperation, mutual reliance, and community.
Although he starts out as a boy afraid to sleep alone, he becomes a
mentor to the Hunters' sons.
And the teenager, who thought of hunting as a recreational
activity, comes to disapprove of killing just for the sake of killing.
The maturing process for George appears in his ambivalence about
shooting a bear. While he finds the hunt thrilling, his response
reflects the growing complexity of his emotions: "As to killing it, he
felt very pleased at having a hand in the hunt, although he did not
think it was a thing to brag of as they had every advantage of the
poor creature. "58 When he finally kills his first deer, "he felt almost
sorry for it." 59 But he accepts the principle of a ranking among species, believing that animals were made for human use and knowing
that all of his kills would eventually become food or clothing.
Condit's quietly domestic account of everyday life on what was
still a raw frontier anticipates themes that would appear more· consistently in Florida literature after the Civil War. Following the Civil
War, an increasing number of travel writers and novelists would create works more concerned with exploring contemporary life in the
56
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southernmost state than in tales of action and adventure. Condit's
descriptions of a country wedding, farming practices, and loading
cattle onto the ships which would transport them to the North or
Cuba presage a fascination with the state's flora, fauna, history, culture and customs which fill works like Ledyard Bill's A Winter in
Florida (1869), Harriet Beecher Stowe's Palmetto Leaves (1873), and
Sylvia Sunshine's Petals Plucked from Sunny Climes (1879).
While Condit's novel obliquely acknowledges a handful of
slaves in and around Welaka, most of the families he portrays, like
the Hunters, had none. At a time of rising sectional tension, it is
odd that a New Jersey resident visiting the South never gets into a
discussion of the growing alienation of North and South. It would
be another Northerner, Caroline Lee Hentz (1800-1856), an eventual resident of Marianna, who would address slavery, but as the
South's leading fiction-writing apologist for the peculiar institution.
Hentz's most famous novel, The Planter's Northern Bride (1854),
is her rebuttal of her old friend Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's
Cabin (1852). Both Massachusetts' women had followed their husbands to Cincinnati in 1832 to open schools-Hentz's husband, a
French political refugee, frequently initiated quarrels that forced
the family to move- and both women joined the Semi-Colon Club,
a literary group in the Queen City. While The Planter's Northern Bride
is her most explicit defense of the plantation system, an earlier
novel, Marcus Warland: or, The Long Moss Spring (1852), set somewhere along the Florida/ Georgia border, offers an even more idealized vision of life in that sys tern. 60 Her extensive defense of slavery
as a necessary moral imperative may explain why literary historians
from both states have been reluctant to claim her.
At the heart of Hentz's novel is the Bellamy plantation, an
idealized Shangri La, in which everyone understands and happily accepts his or her place. For Hentz, God even color coded
the divinely ordained hierarchy underlying the plantation system,
dying Africans with "the hue of night" and whites with "the fairer
tint of morning." 61
All of the residents show enormous affection for and generosity
towards their slaves. The Bellamys, for example, plan a ball for neighboring slaves to celebrate the marriage of Mrs. Bellamy's favorite,
60
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Cora, "a mulatto slave girl. "62 When a fire breaks out during the ball,
the mistress races to help Cora, severely burning her hands but refusing help until Cora can be taken care of. The novel is full of incidents in which both blacks and whites sacrifice themselves for one
another, most notably when a black river pilot tells a white woman to
tie herself to him so he can save her from their sinking ship. When
she refuses unless he will also take her slave girl, he finally agrees and
does so with what we are told is superhuman strength.
Hentz's florid style frequently pauses for stanzas of popular
and classical lyrical poetry, with a sgecial emphasis on odes. And
she returns again and again to her theme, most extensively when
Marcus engages in a debate at a law school dinner with a fervent
Northern abolitionist. His arguments win over all but the most
entrenched, especially when he invites them all to come South to
see for themselves the truth of his examples.Just before the inevitable weddings that conclude her novel, Hentz speaks directly to the
reader, hoping that her story might help erect "a barrier against
the ocean-wave of rage that threatens to lay waste our land."63
The appearance of the country's first science-fiction novel can
also be traced to a Florida story. Jules Verne's De la terre a la lune
(From Earth to the Moon) first appeared in Paris during the last year
of the Civil War. Set in Tampa, it tells the story of the Gun Club of
Baltimore's decision to build an enormous space gun that can fire
a projectile to the moon.
While admiring the inventive genius of Americans ("le genie
inventif des Americains"), Verne (1828-1905) also has fun with
what his countryman Alexis de Tocqueville described as the American passion for organizing associations: "Whenever an American
has an idea, he seeks a second American to join him. When they
have three, they elect a president and two secretaries. With four,
they name an archivist and the group starts working. By the fifth
member, they convoke a general meeting and the club is officially
formed" ("quand un Americain a une idee, il cherche un second
Americain qui la partage. Sont-ils trois, ils elisent un president et
deux secretaries. Quatre, ils nomment un archiviste, et le bureau
fonctionne. Cinq, ils se convoquent en assemblee generale, et le
club est constitue") .64 Within a month the club has 1,833 effective
members and 30,565 corresponding members.
62
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With the end of the war, the military no longer needs the
services of the club in designing weapons, so the club president,
Impey Barbicane, proposes building a space gun.
Assuming that mechanical issues will not be a problem, the Gun
Club now focuses on funding and location. The location comes
down to Texas or Florida, with the latter's lack of development the
deciding factor: "Florida, in its southern part, has no important cities. It is only bristling with forts built against the nomadic Indians.
Only one town, Tampa Town, was able to present a claim for the
project." ("La Floride, clans sa partie meridionale, ne compte pas de
cites importantes. Elle est seulement herissee, de forts eleves contre
les Indiens errants. Une seule ville, Tampa-Town, pouvait reclamer
en faveur de sa situation et se presenter avec des droits".) 65
After a long, public, and wonderfully comic debate between
the two states and their supporters, Barbicane chooses Florida.
While leaving, the disgruntled Texas delegation tosses out one last
argument, claiming that the recoil from the gun could well split
Florida in two. Florida's triumphant civic boosters can only shrug
their shoulders and respond tersely, "Oh, well. That would be a
shame" ("Eh bien! Qu'elle saute"). 66
The Indiens errants never prove much of a threat, emerging
only briefly but impotently when the Gun Club inspects the site:
"Some Seminoles appeared on the horizon. Agitated, they charged
and retreated quickly on their horses, brandishing long lances
and discharging their rifles loudly, but restricting their behavior
to hostile demonstrations. None of this affected Barbicane and his
companions" ("quelqes Seminoles apparaissaient a !'horizon; ils
s'agitaient, ils couraient de l'un a l'autre sur leurs chevaux rapides,
brandissent de longues lances OU dechargeant leurs fusils a detonation sourde; d'ailleurs ils se bornerent a ces demontrations hostiles, sans inquieter Barbicane et ses compagnons.") 67
The project moves forward rapidly, and a French poet, Michel
Ardan, proposes adding a capsule which could carry him to the
moon. Ardan brings a lighter touch to much of the technical
detail that Verne loves. Becoming a focal point of the mission, he
is besieged by groups with their own agendas, including the lunatiques: "One day, some of these unfortunate people, so numerous in
America, came to visit and asked to return with him to their native
65
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country" ("Un jour, quelques-uns de ces pauvres gens, assez nombreux en Amerique, vinrent le trouver et demanderent aretourner
avec lui clans leur pays natal") .68
The space gun, named Columbiad, fires but misses the moon,
sending the capsule into orbit around it. In his less popular and less
well developed sequel, Around the Moon (Autour de la Lune [1870]),
Verne, apparently interested simply in tying up loose plot strings
and adding a bit of science, focuses on the travelers' observations
of the lunar surface and their return to earth.
De la terre a la lune has had a significant impact on popular
culture, receiving homage from a raft of sci-fi writers and inspiring multiple re-interpretations, including George Melies' brilliant
1902 film Le Voyage dans la Lune (A Trip to the Moon), the basis for
Martin Scorsese's 2011 Hugo, winner of five Academy Awards. And
even though NASA has never confirmed it, many believe that the
space shuttle Columbia was named by the engineers and tekkies
who created it, most of whom were strong Verne enthusiasts, partly
in honor of the space gun Columbiad.
Verne was not yet finished with Florida. In 1887 he published
Nord contre Sud, generally translated as Texar's Revenge, or North
against South, a novel about the Civil War set in and around Jacksonville and centering on the struggle between an enlightened
Northern abolitionist plantation owner and a villainous Confederate sympathizer.
Although it has a more coherent plot, Nord contre Sud suffers
from some of the same problems as Smith's The Lost Virgin of the
South. Verne often strays from his very predictable plot for long
stretches to discuss his views on everything from the course of the
Civil War to the inherent flaws among Southerners. He divides the
South, for example, into three classes. At the bottom are four million African slaves. At top are the slave holders, a "relatively poorly
educated, rich, arrogant" class ("relativement peu instruite, riche,
dedaigneuse"). Between those two is the most dangerous group,
the petits Blancs or poor whites, who ardently support slavery for
fear that free blacks might rise to their level: "Entre les deux, la
classe remuante, paresseuse, miserable, des petits Blancs. Ceuxci, contre toute attente, se montrerent ardents pour le maintien
de l'esclavage, par crainte de voir la classe des Negres affranchis
s' elever a leur niveau. "69
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In the postbellum era, as Florida became an accessible frontier
and an exotic destination for Northerners who preferred traveling
in some comfort and within the nation's boundaries, novels with a
Florida setting increased in number and prominence. Where once
the Beadle & Adams pulp series had dominated Florida's fictional
universe, by the last quarter of the century more eminent houses
like Scribner's, J.B. Lippincott, Street and Smith, Harper Brothers,
and Appleton all began offering a wider range of work. In 1873,
Florida was the setting for only one novel, a classic Beadle & Adams
historical thriller whose extended title leaves little to the imagination:J.F.C. Adams' Lighthouse Lige: or, Osceola, the Firebrand of the Everglades. A Tale of the Haunted Lake. In contrast, by 1898 the Sunshine
State served as the location for a dozen novels, from romances (The
Belle of Pensacola, A Fair Maid ofFlorida, A Golden Sorrow, and By Sunlit Waters) and historical stories to modern adventures of naval officers preparing to blockade Cuba as part of the Spanish-American
War. One sign of the changing times: two-thirds of these books
were written by women.
The Huguenots continued to appeal, especially as the century
ended with the state becoming more Protestant and worries about
Catholic andJewish immigration increasing. Harris Dickson's The
Black Wolf's Breed (1889) takes its hero quickly out of the New World
into the intrigues of the Old, while Mrs. Susan Sheppard Pierce
Stevens' The Sword ofJustice (1899) tells the story of a survivor of
Fort Caroline who hides with natives until de Gorgues arrives to
avenge the Huguenots. Flora Alexander Mann's Story of the Huguenots (1898) gives an unexceptional version of the same events. That
same year Jean Baptiste Thill published a far more colorful, better researched first-person account of Jean de Marquette, a special courier for Gaspard de Coligny who sails with Jean Ribaut to
relieve the colony. The novel admires both Ribaut and Laudonniere, while blaming the disaster equally on Spanish perfidy and
the adventurers accompanying Ribaut: "a disorderly concourse of
disbanded soldiers, who knew no other master than their own wills,
restless young nobles whose only patrimony was their swords" plus
"some few discontented tradesmen." 70 Marquette's report shows
little regret over the loss of La Floride: '"Tis a country wherein
there lies but small chance of honorable advancement, the tale of
70
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its riches having been proven a myth, and, withal, these bare forests
and black swamps offer nothing to gentlemen." 71
Following the spirit of Goulding and Condit, stories of young
people exploring Florida, included youngsters aiding Andrew Jackson against the British (George Cary Eggleston's Captain Sam: or, the
Boy Scouts of 1814 [1876]), fighting mutineers and pirates (William
Livingston Alden's The Loss of Swansea [1889]), surviving a shipwreck (Frank Richard Stockton's' Captain Chap: or the Rolling Stones
[1882]) and eliminating smugglers with one of the dime novels'
enduring heroes (Edward L. Wheeler's Deadwood Dick Jr. Among
the Smugglers: or, Clearing Out the Gulf Gang [1890]). Less dangerous stories of adventure on a fairly safe frontier appeared in Oliver Optic 's Down South; or, Yacht Adventures in Florida (1881),James
Maurice Thompson's The Boys Book of Sports and Outdoor Life (1886),
Lizzie W. Champney's The Vassar Girls at Home (1888), and Will
Allen Dromgoole's Three Little Crackers from down in Dixie (1898).
By the end of the century, one sign that Florida had arrived in the
literary world of young adult novels came in 1899 when Martha Finley set the twenty-fourth book in her extraordinarily popular Elsie
Dinsmore series, Elsie in the South, in the Sunshine State.
Four writers from this period stand out. The most prolific,
Kirk Munroe (1850-1930), published seven adventure novels about
Florida before the end of the century, adding two more during
the twentieth century, along with a Florida Almanac, a travel book
(Florida: A Winter Playgrounrf), and even a Florida madrigal. A Wisconsin native and sportsman who moved to Coconut Grove in
1886, Munroe became a leading conservationist, tennis enthusiast,
and boater. As a founding vice president of the Florida Audubon
Society, he recommended his friend Guy Bradley for the position
of warden to patrol the state's west coast and enforce its ban on
hunting wading birds. 72
When Bradley was shot by plume hunters in 1905, Munroe's
1894 homesteading novel Big Cypress appeared prophetic. In it
Allan Lawton, the idealistic young protagonist chastises a trader
for plume hunting near his homestead with the dictum, "Humanity
and justice forbid it!" 73
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Munroe's work shows a deep admiration and advocacy for
Native Americans, one that stretched to novels about many North
American tribes and even beyond the borders of the United States
in The White Conquerors: A Tale ofToltec and Aztec (1894). Within Florida it also encompassed natives of the early contact period, especially in The Flamingo Feather (1887), the story of an orphan, Rene
de Veaux, taken to Florida in 1564 by the relative for whom he was
named, Rene de Laudonniere. There he studies military science
with his uncle and art with Jacques le Moyne, while befriending a
young Native American his own age. The two boys become blood
brothers, their bond reinforced as they save each other from danger and symbolized by the flamingo feather the young Has-se, his
tribe's greatest warrior and future chief, gives Rene. 74
While some of Munroe's novels are explicitly designated for
juvenile readers, most of the books actually fit that designation
with their action-driven plots, limited characterization, and idealized heroes. The opening of Through Swamp and Glade: A Tale of
the Seminole War creates the romanticized and slightly elegiac tone,
mixed with a wobbly sense of history, so often found in his novels:
"The scene is laid in Florida, that beautiful land of the far south, in
which Ponce de Leon located the fabled spring of Eternal Youth.
It is a land of song and story, of poetry and romance; but one also
of bitter memories and shameful deeds. Its very attractiveness has
proved its greatest curse." 75
As that opening paragraph suggests, his works·frequently focus
on the mistreatment of natives, especially since a "tide of white
immigration is already lapping over the ill-defined boundaries of
their reservations." 76 Through Swamp and Glade presents the idealized story of Coacochee, the Seminole leader, with a sharp division
between heroes like Coacochee, Osceola, and their sympathetic
white ally Ralph Boyd, and villains like the slave hunter Troup Jeffers and Andrew Jackson, who initiated the conflict between white
settlers and natives when he entered Florida "with a hearty relish"
to kill Indians and enslave blacks. 77
Even more than offering a rousing adventure, Munroe's interest is in his stories' political and historical significance. Like many
writers of the time whose audience was largely adolescent, he saw
74
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his novels serving didactic and moral as well as aesthetic and literary purposes. After a white drunk shoots Coacochee's dog and tries
to kill him, other whites follow the Seminole, seize him and whip
him. Munroe then pauses to explain the act's significance:
That blow was to be paid for with hundreds of innocent
lives, and millions of dollars. It was to be felt throughout
the length and breadth of the land, and was to be atoned
by rivers of blood. In a single instant its fearful magic transformed the young Indian who received it, from a quiet
peace-loving youth, with a generous, affectionate nature,
into a savage warrior, relentless and pitiless. It gave to the
Seminoles a leader whose very name should become a terror to their enemies, and it precipitated one of the cruelest
and most stubbornly contested Indian Wars ever waged on
American soil. 78
Munroe understood that the century's adventure fiction rested on
the explicit duality of right and wrong, good and evil presented in
a hyperbolic, repetitive prose relying on the cadence of a popular
preacher or politician. Working within the genre, he built a large,
loyal audience and began shaping sympathy, especially among
young readers, for the Seminoles who had never migrated to the
Indian Territories.
While adventure novels continued to flourish, postbellum
Florida also began seeing a number of works set not in pirate ships,
Indian villages or frontier settlements but drawing rooms, fashionable shops, and dinner parties. By the end of the nineteenth century, the works of Jane Austen were familiar in the Sunshine State
and a number of writers, primarily women, began exploring the
drama, intrigue, and hazards of romance.
Some of these works echo the Brontes. rather than Austen, in
combining romance with mystery, adventure and history, especially
as dime novels began exploring ways of attracting female readers.
The most famous publishers of popular adventure novels, Beadle
and Company, offered Mary Reed Crowell's 1870 TheEbon Mask: or,
the Mysterious Guardian in its Waverley Series, while a new Chicago
publishing company, Donohue, Hennebury, trying to break into
the inexpensive popular novel field, published Beatrice Marean's
The Tragedies of Oakhurst in 1889. History remain.e d popular with
both female and male novelists. Mary Moncure Parker turned to
78
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the Spanish world of the eighteenth century with A Fair Maid of
Florida (1898) and Katherine Madison Cochran the period immediately after the Civil War in Posie: or, From R.eveille to Retreat ( 1896).
Perhaps the most devoted Bront~an was Marion White Wildrick in
A Zealot in Tulle (1887), a remarkably confusing account of broken
engagements and lost treasure.
Most of the women writing novels about Florida, however,
placed the pursuit of relationships, rather than gold, at the center of their books. What may be the most notable aspect of this
genre was its range of sites: Tallahassee (Mary Jane Hawes Holmes'
Queenie Hetherton [1880] and Elizabeth Whitfield Croom Bellamy's
Old Man Gilbert [1889]), Pensacola (Alice King Hamilton 's One of the
Duanes [1885] and Anna Cosulich's The Belle of Pensacola [1898]) ,
the Panhandle (Mrs. Mary Andrews Denison's Cracker Joe [1887]) ,
Ocala (Beatrice Marean's The Tragedies of Oakhurst [1889]), the East
Coast (Caroline Washburne Rockwood's An East Florida Romance
[1897]), Venice (Alice Vivian Brownlee's The Affinities [1890]),
Miami (Caroline Washburne Rockwood's In Biscayne Bay [1891]),
and Yalaha (Miss Will Allen Dromgoole's Three Little Crackers from
Down in Dixie [1898]). Women were not the only writers to focus
on romance. Maurice Thompson (1844-1901), a lawyer born in
Indiana but raised on a Georgia plantation, left his legal career
to become, first, a writer of essays, short fiction, and poetry, and
later a novelist. His A Tallahassee Girl (1882), set largely in Governor
Richard Call's home, the Grove, and possibly influenced by stories from the governor's daughter Ellen Call Long, focuses largely
on two Northern males, Herman Willard, Jr., and Lawrence Cauthorne, both dropped into Tallahassee society "like strange beings
from another planet." 79
St. Augustine, the oldest and arguably most romantic of Florida's cities, generated a host of works including, Mrs. Emma Merserau Newton's Boscobel (1881), Nina Larre Smith Duryea' Tales of
St. Augustine (1891), Beatrice Marean's Her Shadowed Life (1893),
and the productive Maria Louise Poole's The Two Salomes (1893),
Out of Step (1894), and A Golden Sorrow (1898). Constance Fenimore Woolson (1850-1894), a great niece ofJames Fenimore Cooper, took advantage of this growing interest in both Florida and
women writers to turn her memories of St. Augustine into a series
of stories and novels. Her strange life as a wanderer involved in a
79
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never clearly defined relationship with Henry James and her even
stranger death from falling or jumping into Venice's Grand Canal
often obscures her art.
Like the work of James, her friend and mentor, Woolson's fiction expects a discerning, sophisticated, thoughtful reader with
the ability to recognize nuances elegantly knitted into subordinate
clauses and the patience to unravel them. And like James, she is
more a cultural and linguistic anthropologist than psychologist,
fascinated with every detail of the mating rituals of the ruling classes. Her classes, like her settings, differ significantly from the Anglophiliac James, but the two share an obsession with the significance
of minutiae in their exquisitely accurate portraits of societies either
fading or emerging.
For readers, especially contemporary readers, the virtues and
challenges of East Angels (1886) have the same source in Woolson's
labyrinthine prose, with its complex analyses and microscopic evaluations of every aspect of life and culture. Working through Woolson's sentences, with their knotty syntax, multiple qualifications,
and pervasive allusions, requires dedication and time. When early
in the novel Evart Winthrop reflects on the antiquity of St. Augustine, he calls upon an encyclopedic knowledge:
There was-he could not deny it- a certain comparative antiquity about this southern peninsula which had
in it more richness of color and a deeper perspective
than that possessed by any of the rather blank, near, little backgrounds of American history farther north. This
was a surprise to him. Like most New-Englanders, he had
unconsciously cherished the belief that all there was . of
historical importance, of historical picturesqueness even,
in the beginnings of the republic, was associated with the
Puritans. Puritans . . . When Raphael was putting into
the backgrounds of his pictures those prim, slenderly foliaged trees which he had seen from Perugino's windows in
his youth, the Spaniards were exploring this very Florida
shore ... And when, in Venice, he dwelt with delight upon
the hues of Titian and Veronese, was he not sure (though
without ·thinking of it) that in their day the . great forests
of his own New World untrodden by the white man's foot,
had stretched unbroken to the sea? Because no Puritan
with grave visage had as yet set sail for Massachusetts Bay,
he had not realized that here on this southern shore had
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been towns and people, governors, soldiers, persecutions,
and priests. 80
For those who love the work of Henry James, Woolson's East
Angels offers a distinctively Floridian version and critique of the
J amesian universe at a time when the tectonic plates underlying
the state's culture and value were shifting dramatically.
Working within the realm of popular fiction, a universe away
from Woolson and James, the most interesting and innovative of
all Florida's late nineteenth-century novelists, Archibald Clavering
Gunter ( 1847-1907), challenged genres and norms in three very
different novels set largely in the Sunshine State. Born in Liverpool, he worked as a civil engineer and stockbroker before focusing
on his passion, fiction and theater. With enormous self-assurance,
Gunter created the modestly titled Home Publishing Company in
order not only to write the books he chose but to profit from what
he believed would be their success.
His first Florida novel, A Florida Enchantment (1892) , which
would become even more famous in Sidney Drew's 1914 silent film
version with the same title, takes James Fenimore Cooper's tentative questions about the boundaries of gender and shatters them.
The novel, written with Fergus Redmond, begins with Miss Lillian
Travers, a wealthy young New York socialite visiting her aunt Constantia in St. Augustine during Lent and buying a small locked casket at Vedders, a shop "disposing of Florida curiosities and horrors
to Northern tourists ."8 1
Lilly, a curious, headstrong young woman, goes to the Ponce
de Leon Hotel with her far more naive and sheltered friend Bessie
and Bessie's father, Major Calhoun Benham Horton . Dr. Frederick
Cassadene, her fiance, then appears : "his figure and bearing are
of that manly recklessness, jovial good humor, and dashing, devilmay-care coolness- perhaps impudence- that makes deadly war
upon h~man hearts,- the face of an Adam whom Eve will love and
run after for all time, and who for all time will betray his despairing
80
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Eve." Realizing that the roguish doctor is also flirting with a beautiful widow, appropriately named Stella Lovejoy, Lilly laments, "Oh,
ifl could love like a man!" 82
When Lilly expresses her frustration to her spinster aunt,
that very practical grande dame's answer is not to remain single but
"marry and believe!";
"Everything?"
"Everything," returns- Miss Elder Speaker. "If your husband says he has been detained until two in the morning
by business, swallow it! If he declares he has been at his
club until three-don't ask-hi.In which club ... Have the
faith of the martyrs-believe in miracles! It is the only way
to be a happy wife!" 83
Left with the warning that men "are what nature made them- selfish animals," 84 the headstrong Lilly opens the casket she bought to
find a note from her grandfather and a vial of four seeds. The note
explains that the seeds, the product of a magical African tree, allow
people to change their sex.
Finding out that her fiance had taken a moonlight cruise with
the widow after claiming he needed to visit a patient, Lilly takes
one of the seeds and wakes to find her view of the world radically
altered; "if, as a woman, she was entirely engrossed in Fred Cassadene, as a man she is entirely engrossed in self- a much more comfortable and contented state of feeling." Still dressed as a woman,
she begins exploring her new sexuality by admiring the beauty of
the other women and greeting her rival with a kiss: "Lilly's coral
lips press those of the beautiful widow;- a thrill, an ecstasy- an
electric shock! "85
As Gunter explores Lillie's new sexuality, he does so with a.curious erotic humor mixed with an affectionate commentary, "For the
late Miss Travers is still only a reckless boy and has a young blood's
eagerness to show off and triumph over and be envied by his fellow and rivals ."86 Lilly not only finds a deeper sexual and physical
pleasure from her physical contact with other women; they find
themselves begging her for more embraces and kisses.
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While Gunter clearly enjoys exploring the gender bending
behavior, both culturally and physically, of his characters, it is
never clear whether he means this to represent a simple satire on
both male and female sexuality, a fantasy about the possibility of
trans-gendering, or a metaphoric representation of homoerotic
exploration. The novel, far more interested in presenting experiences than reflecting on them, offers its characters little more than
momentary meditation. The exuberant, comic tone throughout
makes it clear that, whatever his ultimate purpose, the author is
having a good time with his story.
Lillie transfers all her wealth to her new persona, Lawrence
Talbot, and goes to Silver Springs so that Lillie can disappear and
the new Lawrence emerge. In one of his/her rare moments of anxiety, the new man briefly connects this transformation to Florida's
mythology: "Like Ponce de Leon, who came to find youth, I have
come here to find manhood. He failed and died. Shall I be disappointed also?" 87
Back in St. Augustine, Lily, as Lawrence, pursues Bessie and,
flirts with the widow Lovejoy, finally recognizing the power of male
sexual drive. She forces her former fiance to take one of the last
two seeds, turning him, in a chapter titled "The Horrible Metamorphosis of Doctor Frederick Cassadene," into a gaunt, masculine looking woman who now wants to marry Lilly/Lawrence and
pursues him recklessly.
While other popular works of his era, like Robert Louis Stevenson's The Strange Case ofDr.Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), Oscar Wilde's
The Picture ofDorian Gray (1890), and Bram Stoker's Dracula ( 1897),
punish their subjects for what their authors' Gothic morality perceives as unnatural transformations and metamorphoses, Gunter's
exuberantly amoral gender-bending novel shows its absolutely selfcentered protagonist marrying his love with all expectations of a
long, happy, and manly life. The author appears as comfortable
splintering genres as genders.
His second Florida novel, four years later, introduced Florida's
first detective, Thomas Duff Mastic of the U.S. Revenue Service,
the prototype of Mike Shayne, Travis McGee and Serge Storms. A
no-nonsense Fed with few qualms about bending rules, in Don Balasco of Key West (1896) 88 Mastic has moved on from shutting down
87
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stills in Georgia and North Carolina to catching filibusterers smuggling arms to Cuba.
Gunter's third Florida novel is his most ambitious, the two
part Power of Women (1897). A sprawling historical epic revolving
around Andrew Turnbull's settlement of New Smyrna, the book
holds nothing back as characters travel from Sussex and London
to Florida, Cuba, Gibraltar, Greece and Paris. At the heart of it all
is Turnbull 's niece Susan, the wicked witch of Southeast Sussex,
a woman whose self-centered social climbing rivals Becky Sharp's,
whose vindictiveness surpasses Miss Havisham's, and whose malevolence outstrips Morgan le Fay's.
Setting his work in 1767, Gunter reflects on the end of the
Seven Years War when England traded Cuba to Spain, "receiving
in exchange Florida, which she thinks will make her North American possessions complete, one of the worst bargains probably ever
made in the history of nations-relinquishing the richest island of
the Antilles, the domination of all the trade from South America,
Mexico and Peru, that must come borne by the Gulf Stream, past
the fortresses of the Havana-for a land uninhabited, unsettled,
and unknown." 89
Into this brave new world come a pair of rogues, the privateer Dick Bocock and Terence O'Grady O'Donohue Fitz-Ballyhoo,
known as Ballyhoo Bey, an Irish soldier of fortune now in the
employ of the Turks, who plot the seduction of two young women
attending Arcadia Lodge, a boarding school for upper-class girls.
Central to the plot, however, is Susan Turnbull, heir apparent to
her uncle's fortune. Gunter captures her combination of brilliance
and remorselessness in a magnificently hyphenated passage that
reflects his love for the playful potential of language; "But over all
this depth of intellect, force ofunforgiveness, and untiring capacity
to avenge what wrongs my come to her in the world, this lady has
an extremely pretty manner, an arch piquancy of expression and
very charming baby, put-myself-in-your-hands, trust-you-and-loveyou style of expression in both speech and deportment." 90
Susan foments a plan for expanding the Turnbull colony in
New Smyrna. Inspired by Machiavelli, she "soon gives to [Turnbull] what he considers the grand idea of his future commercial
triumph-i.e., that of turning human flesh, for which he will pay
89
90

Archibald Clavering Gunter, The Power of Woman, Volume 1 (New York: The
Home Publishing, 1895), 6-8.
Ibid., I: 33.
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nothing, into British pounds sterling at a very rapid rate" by getting
the Turks to sell him Greeks for use as indentured servants. 9 1 As
one of his partners says, "We have nothing to fear from the shrieks
of a lot of devils who don't speak English 4,000 miles away from
here and 5,000 miles away from their native country." 92
The novel is full of plot twists. Susan is the instigator of most,
while she pursues a variety of beaus, including a buccaneer and a
Dominican priest. While it lacks the expansive sexual fantasy of A
Florida Enchantment, the novel does suggest Susan's erotic pleasure
in punishing her female slaves, for whom she keeps a special torture den with its own whips. As she prepares to discipline a bound
and stripped Irene, "Miss Turnbull opens the door and gives a half
cry of astonishment, half of delight and joy, the beauty of her victim, who is affrightedly awaiting her coming stripes, nude, helpless,
and unprotected, is so exquisite and so great. " 93
A rebellion by the indentured Greeks and Minorcans allows
Gunter to extend his story. After encounters with buccaneers,
Turks, and rebels, Susan Turnbull ultimately meets her end as a
Carmelite abbess sent to the guillotine in the French Revolution
for trying to save a young aristocrat.
If Florida has a preeminent short story, it is Stephen Crane's
story "The Open Boat." First published in 1897, this work remains
the most popular and most widely anthologized of the state's short
stories. On New Year's Eve 1896, Crane (1871-1900), the celebrated young author of The Red Badge of Courage (1895), sets sail from
Jacksonville to Cuba on the steamer Commodore. Sent by William
Randolph Hurst's New York Journal to report on the filibustering
expeditions to Cuba as part of the publisher's plan to foment a
war, his trip became part of a very different kind of adventure. An
accident damaged the ship's hull, and as the ship began to sink, the
crew made for shore in open boats. Crane's ten-foot dinghy took
about thirty hours to reach Daytona, where the survivors finally
made it through the breakers on the morning of January 3 . Six
months before Mark Twain offered his famous comment about the
exaggerated reports of his death, Crane was able to read his obituary in a number of papers and magazines. One especially heroic
account in The Philistine told its readers, "He died trying to save

91
92
93

Ibid., I: 109.
Ibid., I: 114.
Ibid., I: 263.
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others." After reporting his adventure to his paper, the young novelist turned the experience into his classic story. 94
Crane's tale opens with one of the most memorable lines in
literature: "None of them knew the color of the sky." 95 So focused
on their chore of rowing, none of the boat's four survivors has the
time, energy or even curiosity to glance beyond the waves looming
over them. The writing conveys the vastness and dangers of the
natural forces confronting ordinary men. At first, the threats seem
purely physical, an endurance struggle for survival between man
and nature, as their "craft pranced and reared, and plunged like
an animal," facing the "terrible grace" and "snarling ... crests" of
the waves. 96
As each effort to reach shore fails and each hope dies, nature
begins to appear malevolent, not only mocking their attempts to
save themselves with failure but also sending "more formidable"
waves 97 and additional challenges like a shark that circles their
boat. Their only faith lies in each other, "the subtle brotherhood of
men that was here established on the sea." 98 Crane's alter ego, the
correspondent from whose point of view the story is told, finally
understands the truth of his condition in a world without external
values or objective truths, without a providential deity or a benevolent universe. He recognizes that "nature does not regard him as
important, and that she feels she would not maim the universe by
disposing of him." The correspondent "first wishes to throw bricks
at the temple, and he hates deeply the fact that there are no bricks
and no temples. "99
Once free of his romantic vision of the world and the socially
imposed creeds which underlie them, he can then begin a new
existentialist ideology with its first article of faith: ''Yes, but I love
myself." 100 He now can understand and accept the world's view of
him: "She did not seem cruel to him then, not beneficent, nor
treacherous, nor wise. But she was indifferent, flatly indifferent." 101

94

R.W. Stallman, Stephen Crane, A Biography (New York: George Braziller, 1968),
256.
95 Stephen Crane, The Open Boat and Other Stories ofAdventure (New York: Doubleday & McClure, 1898), 3.
96 Ibid., 6-7.
97 Ibid., 26.
98 Ibid., 16.
99 Ibid., 44.
100 Ibid., 45.
101 Ibid., 52.
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It is that indifference that finally spurs the men to take full responsibility for themselves and their survival.
Recognizing their need to rely on themselves and not fate, the
four men decide to take one last chance against the breakers to
reach the shore. As the boat breaks up and they all struggle frantically to shore, help comes, inevitably from another human who
wades in towards them. In the correspondent's new human-centric creed, that act canonizes the rescuer: "He was naked, naked
as a tree in winter, but a halo was around his head and he shone
like a saint. " 102The story's last paragraph reinforces the correspondent's acceptance of his new understanding and reveals his future
role: "When it came night, the white waves paced to and fro in
the moonlight, and the wind brought the sound of the great sea's
voice to the men on shore, and they thought they could then be
interpreters. " 103
Before concluding, consideration needs to be given to the evolution of poetry in Florida during the 1800s. During the first two
thirds of the century, Florida's poetry consisted largely of folk songs
with a few formal pieces by non-Floridians, like Emerson's verses
on St. Augustine. During the debate over slavery before the war,
the New England Quaker, abolitionist, journalist and Emerson's
fellow transcendentalist, John Greenleaf Whittier (1807-1892)
wrote a tribute in 1846 to Captain Jonathan Walker who had been
captured while attempting to help seven fugitive slaves escape from
Pensacola to the British West Indies. Tried in a federal court, Walker was sentenced to imprisonment, a fine, and the public branding
of his right hand with the letters SS for Slave Stealer. After serving
his time, Walker lectured on the evils of slavery before retiring to
Michigan.104
In "The Branded Hand," Whittier offers a prophetic homage
to the "brave seaman" and a warning to those defending slavery,
"to him who crushes the soul with chain and rod." The entire
poem, with its abstractions and ponderous phrasing, places the
conflict not only in axiological terms but specifically in the framework of New England Quaker Christian ethics. In the poem's final

102 Ibid., 62.
103 Ibid., 63.
104 Morrison Foster, My Brother Stephen (Indianapolis, IN: Privately Printed) , 1932),
47; Frank Edward Kittredge, An Authentic Sketch of the Life and Service of Capt.
Jonathan Walker; the Man with the Branded Hand (Rochester, NY: H.L. Wilson
Printing Company, 1899) .
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quatrain, Whittier foresees the branded hand becoming an apocalyptic emblem of judgment:
And the tyrants of the slave-land shall tremble at that sign,
When it points its finger Southward along the Puritan line:
Woe to the State-gorged leeches, and the Church's locust band,
When they look from slavery's ramparts on the coming of that hand! 105
In a completely different vein, the best known and most controversial of the poems associated with antebellum Florida is a
wistfully sentimental minstrel song by a man who never visited the
state, a song that would appeal strongly to Caroline Lee Hentz.
Stephen Foster's "Swanee River" ("Old Folks at Home"), written
in 1851 for the blackface singing group Christy's Minstrels, would
become Florida's official state song in 1935 when the state legislature chose it to replace C.V. Waugh's "Florida, My Florida." This
hymn of longing for his childhood plantation by an elderly African
American relies on its vague imagery and nebulous topography to
evoke a world that never existed. The song actually has little to do
with the state. Since it could apply to any Southern state, Foster
asked his brother to find the name of a regional bi-syllabic river.
After rejecting Yazoo and Pee Dee, he selected Suwannee, shortening it to fit his meter.
The state 's folksongs, like many of the spirituals, have often
untraceable roots. Alton Chester Morris and Leonhard Deutsch
brought together a remarkable collection in their Folksongs of Florida (1950) , and Stetson Kennedy collected more with the WPA,
which are available in the Library of Congress. These poems deal
with the everyday life of Floridians, from their frustrations as settlers ("I Want to Go Back to Georgia"), to life in the turpentine
camps, as cracker cowboys ("Sittin' on a cow-horse/The whole day
long,' / Thinkin' of those good times/ All past and gone"), 106 boatmen, spongers, and wreckers. As with many folksongs, the essential
tone of most of the poems combines a bittersweet nostalgia with a
deep sense of endurance and resignation.
105 John G. Whittier, Voices of Freedom, 4th edition (Philadelphia: Thomas G. Cavender, 1846) , 140. Curiously, usually reliable modern online poetry sources
(e.g ., poetry.net, poemhunter.com, and wikisource.net) use a gentler version
of these lines, changing "tyrants" to "masters" and ending with a pair of questions rather than the original 's prophetic admonition: "Can the craft of state
avail them? Can a Christless church withstand/ In the van of Freedom's onset,
the coming of that hand?"
106 Jane Anderson] ones and Maurice]. O 'Sullivan, eds., Florida in Poetry (Sarasota:
Pineapple Press, 1995), 69.
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The Civil War brought its own anonymous poems. One ballad
about a Union raid on Confederate supplies in Baldwin, twenty
miles west of Jacksonville , on February 9, 1864, "I Can Whip the
Scoundrel," is a classic of bravado and ridicule. The ballad begins
with an allusion to the Southern trickster: The Yankees came to
Baldwin; I They came up in the rear; I They thought they'd find
old Abner, / But old Abner was not there.
After the Yankees steal everything and take prisoners, who, if
they could, would "go right back and fight them," the poem ends
with a strong sense of the South's inherent nobility built on a vision
of its chivalric-and stylistic-superiority to the common Yanks:
Jeff Davis was a gentleman; I Abe Lincoln was a fool. I Jeff Davis
rode a dapple gray; I Abe Lincoln rode a mule. 107
That Southern determination also appears in "The Homespun
Dress," a rare portrait of a woman's view of the war in rollicking
iambic heptameters. The speaker tells us that she glories in the
name "Southern girl" and in the homespun dress she must wear
because of "Old Abe's blockade." While she claims not to envy
Northern girls for their wardrobe and jewelry, her imagination lingers perhaps a little too long on the gems of those she does not
envy, "though pearls bedeck her snowy neck, and diamonds in her
hair." Even her claim to satisfaction with what she has sounds a
little too aggressive:
My homespun dress is plain, I know; my hat is palmetto too;
But now you see what Southern girls for Southern rights can do;
We sent the bravest of our land to battle with the foe.
And we would lend a helping hand; we love the South you know. 108
During the last third of the century, Florida attracted a more
diverse body of poetry. Perhaps most notably, Walt Whitman (18191892) included two poems about iconic Florida subjects in Leaves
of Grass (1855), the most influential volume of American poetry in
the nineteenth century and already a classic when he added these
late works. The first is a brief newspaper verse, "Orange Buds by
Mail from Florida," first published in 1888 in the New York Herald. ·
In it he marvels at receiving oranges at his New Jersey home during a snow storm. For him this simply reinforces his belief in the
value of democracy, the potential of technology, and the brilliant
107 Alton C. Morris, ed., Folksongs of Florida (Gainesville: University of Florida
Press, 1950), 28-29.
108 Ibid., 31-32.
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heterogeneity of his country, "proof of this present time, and thee,
thy broad expanse, America." 109
His second poem, written, as is most of his work, in free verse
the year before he died, offers a reflection on Osceola based on a
description of the Seminole's final day from one of the marines who
had guarded him. The poem is famous in the Whitman canon for
its apparent unfinished state and its final parenthetical comment:
When his hour for death had come,
He slowly rais' d himself from the bed on the floor,
Drew on his war-dress, shirt, leggings, and girdled the belt
around his waist,
Call' d for vermilion paint (his looking-glass was held before him,)
Painted half his face and neck, his wrists, and back-hands.
Put the scalp-knife carefully in his belt- then lying down, resting moment,
Rose again, half sitting, smiled, gave in silence his extended
hand to each and all,
Sank faintly low to the floor (tightly grasping the tomahawk handle,)
Fix' d his look on wife and little children-the last:
(And here a line in memory of his name and death.) no
What may look like an odd fragment might well be less an
incomplete poem than Whitman's tribute to an unfinished life and
legacy.
Another, far less well known Whitman, the African American
poet Albery Allson Whitman (1851-1901), also chose the Seminoles as the subject of what he intended to be an epic about race
in America. Born a slave in Kentucky, Whitman eventually became
a pastor and the financial agent and fund raiser for Ohio's Wilberforce University. In 1884 he published The Rape of Florida, which
would reappear that year in a slightly revised edition as Twasinta 's
Seminoles, or The Rape ofFlorida.
Whitman's elegiac epic, organized into very formal Spenserian
stanzas, uses a fictional doppelganger of Osceola, Atlassa, to tell the
story of the Second Seminole War and removal of the tribe from
its Edenic, multiracial home. In his poem the Seminoles become
a metaphor for all minorities, especially Africans, displaced in the
United States:

109 Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (Philadelphia: McKay, 1892), 401.
llO Ibid., 417.
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If e'er the muse of history sits to write,
And Florida appear upon her page
This nation's crimes will blush the noonday light. 111

His dedication makes his sympathies clear. He admits to being
born in bondage but asserts emphatically, "I never was a slave." 112
In fact, he disdains the idea of using that condition as an excuse:
"I am a negro, and as such, I accept the situation, and enter the
lists with poised lance. I disdain to whine over my 'previous condition'. . . . Petition and complaint-are the language of imbecility
and cowardice -the evidences of that puerile fear which extinguishes the soul. The time has come when all "Uncle Toms" and
"Topsies" ought to die." 113
His first canto begins with a fugitive slave from Georgia fleeing
south and being welcomed by the Seminoles. For Whitman, moral
principles are universal: "Man hath ofjustice and of right a cause./
Prior to all that e'er has contravened." The primary challenge to
achieving that original state is Mammon, and only by freeing society of "those who buy and sell" will humans realize the lives they
deserve:
Oh! isn't the goal oflife
Where man has plenty and to man is fair?
When free from avarice's pinch and strife,
Is earth not like the Eden-home of mari and wife? 114
Perhaps because he recognized the very different responses
Osceola evoked, Whitman presents his hero Atlassa as the pure,
noble double of what he portrays as that psychologically and emotionally wounded warrior:
Not so with Osceola, thy dark mate;
The hidden terror of the hommock, he
Sat gloomily and nursed a bitter hate, 111 Albery Alison Whitman, The Rape of Florida (St. Louis: Nixon:Jones, 1884),
Canto II, lxxiii. Whitman's choice of the Spenserian stanza is a bit ironic,
given the Elizabethan poet's attitudes towards colonialism. The author of The
Faerie Queene, who made his fortune in Ireland, strongly supported the growing
plantation system there, a forerunner of England's pattern of settlement in its
American colonies. In 1596 Spenser wrote A View of the Present State of Ireland,
which called not only for more British settlement but for the use of starvation
as a way of controlling Ireland's native Celtic population.
112 Ibid., 5.
113 Ibid., 4-5.
114 Ibid., I, ix-xiii.
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The white man was his common enemy He rubbed the burning wounds of injury,
And plotted in his dreadful silent gloom;
As dangerous as a rock beneath the sea.
And when in fray he showed his fearless plume,
Reveng,e made sweet the blows that dealt the white man's
doom.11 5
Eventually removed to the West, the Seminoles may, at last, have
what, to the poet, all men deserve, a "land of free limb and free
thought ... Here man is unhindered as he ought." 116
For Whitman, who like Walt Whitman apparently never visited Florida, the story of the Seminole war and expulsion, their
loss of Eden and resettlement in a brave new world, offers a clear
metaphor for both the African removal to America and the emancipation of Africans from slavery, a connection he often underlines
both directly-"Is manhood less because man's face is black?" 117and indirectly by describing an "injured race" taken to a "foreign
shore. " 118
The poem 's elevated diction, formal meter, and cadenced
rhetoric announce the earnestness ofWhitman's intent. As the first
attempt at a Florida epic poem, The Rape of Florida combines elegy
and hope , outrage and idealism in its author's passionate plea for
a multicultural future.
One well known poet who did visit Florida is Sidney Lanier
(1842-1881), the widely respected if often impoverished writer, musician, composer and critic. In 1875 the Atlantic Seaboard Railroad
hired Lanier to write a Florida travel guide, Florida: Its Scenery, Climate
and History. Two years later, suffering from tuberculosis, he visited
Tampa and wrote a series of poems. In what might be a slight touch
of self-irony, the poet imagines walking on the coast and meeting "A
Florida Ghost," the spirit of an entrepreneur whose plan to build a
sanitarium for Northerners falls victim to a bad squall.
Sounding much like a Southern Emerson, "From the Flats"
offers Lanier's complaint about Tampa's "inexorable, vapid, vague"
landscape, the "drear sand-levels" that "drain my spirit low." Unlike
Georgia's colorful hills, in Tampa "Nature hath no surprise." He
becomes far more forgiving and interesting when he celebrates
115
116
117
118
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the flora and fauna he admires in poems like "The Mockingbird,"
"Tampa Robins," and especially "A Florida Sunday" with its "pea
green paroquets," "pranked woodpeckers," and "palmettos ranked,
with childish spear points/set against no enemy." 11 9
Perhaps because she was the daughter of Florida's third (and
fifth) territorial governor, Richard Keith Call, Ellen Call Long
(1825-1905) included "The Ton," a satire on Tallahassee social
and political life written, she claimed, by a "certain disappointed
wight," 120 in her book Florida Breezes (1883). Using the kind of
comic tetrameter couplets with which Jonathan Swift skewered his
society and which she calls doggerel, Call 's narrator finds a wide
range of customs to examine, including the capitol's mating habits
Since first I came to Tallahassee,
I've seldom seen a stylish lassie,
Who in the first bloom of her life
Was made a happy, trusting wife.
And why? Because each one is taught
That love, like dry goods, should be bought. 12 1
A talented woman who organized the country's first Memorial Day
services a few weeks after the end of the Civil War in an attempt to
reconcile Union and Confederate sympathizers, she also wrote a
biography of Princess Achille Murat, a book .on silk farming, and a
study of what she called Negro witchcraft..12 2
As they had throughout Florida's long colonial history, writers
continued to serve their roles as interpreters and re-interpreters
of the southeastern edge of North America while it steadily grew
from a marginal, sparsely populated Spanish colony into an American territory. During the 1800s, Florida joined the Union as the
twenty-seventh state, left it as the third state of the Confederacy,
ahd rej oined it. During this tumultuous, dynamic, and erratic
time, Florida's literature steadily became, paradoxically, both more
diverse and more American.

119 Poems of Sidney Lanier, edited by his wife [Mary Day Lanier] (New York: Charles
Scribners' Sons, 1888), 26 and 144.
120 E llen Call Long, Florida Breezes Qacksonville, FL: Ashmead Brothers, 1883),
249 .
121 Ibid ., 250.
122 Ellen Call Long, Silk Farming (Philadelphia, PA: PressofJ. Glover, 1884); Long,
Princess Achille Murat, A Biographical Sketch Z (Richmond, VA: William Byrd
Press, 1931, 1867; Long, Negro Witchcraft (Tallahassee, FL: publisher not identified, 1893).
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Part of Florida's appeal was that it remained more a state of
mind than a set of physical coordinates, a mythic presence in both
the American and European imaginations that allowed writers who
had never visited to set stories in this fabled, largely unexplored
land so closely associated with rebirth and regeneration . Those stories inevitably reflect the cultural collisions which transformations
always involve, especially as writers explored not only Florida's
shifting physical and racial boundaries but the boundaries of gender and genre as well. Above all~ these authors continued enriching the nation's oldest literary tradition and preparing the way for
the remarkable flowering of talent attracted to the Sunshine State
in the twentieth century.
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